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        Winnipeg, Manitoba

        June

      

      

      

      Words were sly things. So often meaningless and mundane, a day could be filled with innocuous words, then bam. Four little words could change her whole world.

      “You cannot keep going.”

      Bailey Donovan stared at the bank manager, struggling to comprehend. “What do you mean? My classes are full, and I have waiting lists, and I’m getting good views on my YouTube channel.” And at just over seven hundred subscribers, she was getting closer to the earning mark.

      Mr. Mitsom sighed, and she knew it was way worse than she’d dared imagine. “You don’t earn enough money, Bailey. Your classes might be full, but you’re charging too little.”

      “But you know I wanted to keep the dance classes affordable and accessible to all. That was always part of the plan.” Ever since she’d been forced to pivot to a new dream. Her grandmother had understood, even if others, like her dad, had always questioned why she’d do such a thing. “I just don’t understand. I thought we were doing okay.”

      Mr. Mitsom tapped the papers on his desk. “The accounting seems up to date. But with the refurbishments you’ve done, it looks like you’ve eaten into your safety net. And considering your loan is with this bank, I need to advise that you consider alternative sources of revenue immediately.”

      “But I’ve applied for every grant there is.”

      His lips rolled in, and he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I know this is important to you.”

      Try everything to her. No. She couldn’t have failed. She refused to believe it. Was her sister-in-law right in claiming she’d wasted her grandmother’s money?

      “We need to see substantial increases in your repayments, otherwise we will need to call in our loan in two months.”

      “Two months? But it’s summer, and class numbers always take a hit when school is out.”

      “I’m sorry. But that’s the way it is.”

      No. She couldn’t lose her dream. Not again. Losing her career a second time was unthinkable, especially when everything that had been said suggested it was her own mismanagement that had killed things this time, and not just her broken body.

      She peeked up at him, catching a trace of smugness in the pity-smile he offered her, something that drew memories of previous ballet masters who used to regard her with that same sneer hidden behind a mask of caring. Something that drew fresh determination to prove him wrong.

      She rose, eyed him firmly. She might look delicate, but there was no need to make the man think she was soft. Only a fool underestimated ballet dancers, who were some of the toughest athletes out there. “You’ll have your money in two months, then.”

      “I hope so. For your sake.”

      Challenge accepted.

      She offered a nod, then left, before the shuddering inside made its way to her limbs. She opened the brass-handled glass door and escaped to the pavement and the rush of cars.

      Bright sunshine beat down on her as she walked the blocks back to the studio, her black leather bag bouncing on her hip. Maybe she should’ve shown she meant business and dressed in a suit and not, well, in a floaty floral dress. Maybe she should’ve followed other people’s advice instead of her heart and what she’d thought was a God-given inclination to keep her fees low and classes open to all, regardless of their background or body shape. The temptation grew to wonder about the what-ifs: what would’ve happened if she’d never left professional ballet? Would she be living out her dreams, dancing on stages across the world, instead of now living her second-best life, with her shadowy one-day hopes forced into substance and airtime? No. She couldn’t afford to indulge in thoughts like that. Pity parties only led to the dark vortex of despair, and she had no time for that. Not anymore.

      “Lord, what do I do?”

      Her thoughts twisted and turned, never landing solidly enough to give answer. She could work more shifts at the Coffee Haus. She could shut up shop. She could end the lease and take a cheaper place in the suburbs. She could increase her fees. But increasing fees and moving locations wouldn’t help some of the students who lived nearer the studio, whose parents already struggled. At the moment, with her apartment within walking distance of both the studio and coffee shop, she barely needed her car. Maybe she could sell it…

      Her insides knotted with an instant protest. Sell her grandmother’s car? Mom would have a fit. Her sister-in-law would have even more reason to hate her. No, for all kinds of reasons—not least the fact she loved the vintage vibes of the older-make Mercedes—she wouldn’t do that.

      A weighty breath escaped, her shoulders slumping in a posture she’d instantly take exception to should one of her students do it. But right now she barely could stand upright. What should she do?

      The pale pink sign of the Donovan Dance Studio slowed her steps. It was hard to believe she and Poppy James had started this from scratch just four years ago, before Poppy had returned to Calgary last year, when the business couldn’t quite support them both. Was Mr. Mitsom right? Had this been a giant mistake? Poppy’s absence meant Bailey had needed to drop classes, and not taking much of a wage herself meant she had been living on her savings, meager as they were. Yet having another teacher meant they could offer more classes again, and increase revenue that way. But she couldn’t ask Poppy to return. Could she?

      She opened the door, turned on the lights, and made her way into the studio. The long, mirrored room with wooden barre was as neat as ever, a faint scent of disinfectant hanging in the air. Little kids were notorious for sharing germs, which was one of the reasons she was fanatical about cleaning, and didn’t babysit these days. After battling too many colds, she’d suffered pneumonia when her body couldn’t keep fighting it anymore, the week off work something a sole business owner could ill afford. Poppy had been here then, which meant she’d covered Bailey’s classes. And while Bailey loved kids, and babysitting could lead to good money, illness wasn’t something she could risk again. Especially when she now needed to be focused and earning as much as she could. Heaviness propelled her to slump over, her spine stretching as she touched the floor and closed her eyes.

      What should she do? Her days were already filled with everything from her personal passion, classical ballet, to tap, modern, jazz, even ballroom. She ran classes for all ages, from tiny tots to seniors, who ranged from those needing refresher tips on how to waltz to more basic movements. She might’ve once felt forced into this career, but now felt like it was her calling. She loved to teach, and showing the least confident or coordinated person how to find and move to the rhythms of music was always a joy. But was offering more classes the answer?

      She moved into a side stretch. Maybe she should just do more shifts at the coffee shop. She had less classes over summer. She could possibly combine a few, swap some students around to allow more time to earn. Or did she need to get more creative with how she advertised and marketed the studio? Maybe she could ask Poppy, whose brother Franklin James was a famous NHL player, or so Bailey’s brother said. She didn’t follow hockey—such a rough, uncouth sport—but Poppy had been excited about Franklin’s recent wedding to a sports broadcaster. Surely his new wife Hannah would know a thing or two about how to garner interest.

      Her eyes opened, her nose wrinkling. But she’d never liked exploiting connections to push ahead. Using people wasn’t her scene. Maybe she was too soft to run a business, but there had to be another way rather than piggybacking on someone else’s success. But what was it? What could she do?

      The questions kept circling, pecking at her like seagulls after crumbs, like she remembered when she’d danced in England and had visited Brighton’s seashore. The cheeky birds had crept closer, wanting a sample of her hot chips and mushy peas, getting closer and closer until Mark, her English ballet friend, had chased them away with a series of grand jetés. Dance had an answer to everything. Which reminded her…

      She moved to switch on the speakers, and pressed play on her phone’s playlist. The quiet oboe of Swan Lake filled the space, crowding out the fears as she closed her eyes, swaying, then stepping into an arabesque, elevating her right leg behind in derrière.

      Dance—and God—had always combined to calm her soul. She figured dance, like any of the creative arts, was an expression that the Creator God fully understood, as much as people who made music or poetry or painted. Dance was an expression of the soul.

      She spun her way across the room in manèges, a series of pirouettes that brought release and a smile, and reminded her that just as she’d relearned these movements and could now trust her body to do manèges, so she could trust God for her future. It was just a matter of pausing, waiting, sensing what God wanted her to do.

      The music ended, the room filling with silence again. She drew in a deep breath, then slowly released, pausing, stilling her heart to listen.

      “Lord, I need a miracle. What do You think I should do?”
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      Lord, what should I do?

      On the heels of Luc’s prayer, his heart filled with peace.

      It was an easy yes. This was something he’d barely dared dream about. But first, he had to make sure he was actually awake and that this wasn’t just a dream. “Are you sure?”

      Winnipeg’s coach and general manager nodded. “We’ve been watching you for a long time now, Luc, and been impressed by the way you’ve really stepped up in recent years. And now with Linzey’s retirement, it seems the right time to reward someone who’s been a part of the organization for these many years and helped carry the team, and been a face for the franchise in recent times.”

      “You really want me to be the captain?”

      More nods. “It seems most fitting that it falls on you.”

      Wow. Luc Blanchard leaned back in his chair, excitement popping in his veins like microwaved popcorn. His parents would be so proud. The other guys too. He’d never dared imagine that his love for the game would result in this huge honor. Captain of a Canadian pro hockey team? If he’d been a weaker dude, he might’ve shed a tear. Instead he grinned and nodded. “I don’t really know what to say, except thank you. And I’m really honored to have this opportunity.”

      Coach Frantzen smiled. “I’m sure you’ll be a popular choice with the guys.”

      Luc exhaled. He sure hoped so. Not everyone was a fan of his—apparently his Christian values were a little extreme, according to some, like ex-teammate Sean Hart, who’d been one of the pros caught up in a betting scandal last year and been booted out of the NHL. Not that he cared. Speaking up and being vocal about what was right, as well as being someone who occasionally dropped the gloves to stand up for his teammates, was likely what had helped tip him over the captain-worthy line as far as the coach was concerned.

      “There’s just one thing.” The GM glanced at Coach Frantzen who nodded.

      Okay…

      “We’d like to keep this on the down low for the moment, then make an announcement at training camp.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “And while most locals know who you are, your name isn’t as widely known across the NHL as some.”

      Luc placed both palms up. “Hey, I know I’m no Brent Karlsson or Zac Parotti.” He didn’t have the national profile or endorsements those two did.

      “We don’t need you to be a Karlsson or a Parotti. You being a Luc Blanchard is fine with us. But we figured there was room to grow your profile a little.”

      “Sure. Whatever you like. I’m your man.”

      Coach Frantzen chuckled. “Well, I sure hope you’re going to be so agreeable when you hear this.”

      “If it’s visiting more hospitals or media opps, I’m in. You know I love doing that kind of thing.”

      “We do, hence why we’ve tapped you for this.” Another glance passed between Coach and the GM.

      Uh oh. But he’d made a habit of speaking before letting fear sneak in, and that wasn’t about to change now. “So what is it? Like I said, I’m happy to do whatever it takes.”

      “Your media profile needs lifting.”

      “You want me posting on Instagram and TikTok?” He hoped his face hadn’t given away his dismay. “I think it’s only fair that you know I’ve never been real great at that kind of thing.”

      “Oh, we know.” The GM glanced at the papers on the desk, and tapped one. “Our social media team have sent through your numbers, and there’s definitely room to improve.”

      He winced internally. He hadn’t posted on Instagram in over a year. “Um, well, I’m happy to do whatever it takes to see that improve. But hey, if we’re talking TikTok, I gotta admit I’m not on it. And anyway, I’m not great at dancing or any of that kind of stuff.”

      The GM’s eyes gleamed. “But if you were asked to?”

      “To dance?” His nose wrinkled, as his words from Franklin and Hannah’s recent wedding wiggled back to memory. “I really feel like that’s a sight better left unseen.”

      Coach grinned.

      No. They didn’t want him to dance. Did they? “Look, I really hope being captain isn’t dependent on this, because I am terrible. I have two left feet. And I’m sorry, but I think everyone who’s trying to look cool by doing those dumb dance moves just because everyone else is doing it, well, I think that looks cheesy and unprofessional.”

      The GM laughed.

      Luc’s stomach fell. Man. He really should’ve checked into this. Was the GM a secret TikTok star or something? “Sir, I’m sorry if that sounds offensive or something, but—”

      “One of the things we like about you, Luc, is that you say what you think. But we want you to hear us out for a moment longer. And don’t worry, we don’t need you dancing on TikTok or anything quite like that.”

      Phew. He wiped his brow in an exaggerated movement. “For a minute there I thought you were wanting me to dance, and…”

      His words faded as both men crossed their arms, their faces blanking. Years of working with both men told him this was news he really didn’t want to hear.

      The GM cleared his throat. “How’s your mom’s health these days?”

      “Mom?” He blinked at the sudden change of topic. “Um, she’s good. Been in remission for four years now. Thanks for asking.”

      “We know you’ve been a big supporter of charities that fight cancer, and we wanted to present another opportunity for you.”

      “Sure, I’m in. What is it?” Thank goodness it wouldn’t involve dancing. He wouldn’t wish that on his worst enemy.

      The GM smiled. “We’ve had a television show reach out and offer fifty thousand dollars as the initial sign-up fee, plus another twenty-five grand to the charity of the person’s choice, with another twenty-five if they reach the final.”

      “A TV show?” His gut moved uneasily. “What kind of TV show?”

      They exchanged another glance between them. “A, er, celebrity-type show.”

      “And I’m guessing you’re wanting me to be the celebrity?”

      They nodded.

      His nose wrinkled. “You mean a reality show?” More nods. “What type of reality show?”

      Coach Frantzen’s teeth glinted as he smiled. “Before you say no, just remember, that’s potentially fifty K that could go to a good cause. Plus, it would definitely help boost your profile and name recognition. Show that you’re a little more nuanced than just a skilled truck on skates.”

      Nuanced? He wasn’t exactly sure he knew what that meant, but figured that didn’t matter so much as the more important thing that had crystallized in his brain. “What type of reality show?” Luc repeated.

      “One your mom would probably approve of,” Coach Frantzen said.

      Uh-oh. “We’re not talking cooking, are we? I’m not great at that. I mean, I love to eat, but I really only cook basic stuff.”

      “Yeah, it’s not cooking.” The GM cleared his throat. “It’s called Dance Off Canada.”

      Luc closed his eyes, fighting the temptation to swear. If he wasn’t trying to shine a light for Jesus he probably would’ve dropped a word others often used in the locker room after a loss. “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope.”

      “Come on, just think about it as a good cause, good promotion, and a great opportunity to learn a new skill,” Coach Frantzen said. “What do we like to say around here about great opportunities?”

      “Great moments are born from great opportunities,” he mumbled. How many times had those words tumbled from his own mouth? “I just don’t think this’ll result in any great moments. It’ll only show everyone how bad I am.”

      “I seem to remember a few quotes about that too. Something Eric Lindros once said about how ‘it’s not necessarily the amount of time you spend at practice that counts’…”

      “‘It’s what you put into the practice’.” Man. They really weren’t letting him off easily. “But if I fail and I’m a laughingstock, then the other teams will treat me like a joke.”

      “You don’t have to do it. But it is for a good cause. We got the phone call today, and they’re eager to put a new celeb into place as soon as possible.”

      “I’m not even that much of a celebrity.”

      “Something that can change after national TV exposure.”

      Dear God, no. Lord? You’re not really feeling this, are You? Please say no…

      But the peace from earlier seemed to have fled, which led him to suspect that maybe God had something up His heavenly sleeve.

      “Aren’t you worried about my conditioning?” he asked Coach Frantzen.

      “Look, can I be frank? If you’re as bad as you think you are, you won’t be there for long. Just long enough to get your name out there, and to get twenty-five grand for your charity.”

      “I need to think about this, talk to my agent.” He sighed. “How long until you need an answer?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Another word begged to tumble from his mouth. “You’re kidding.”

      The GM shook his head. “They’ve already started filming promotional material. They’d need you later this week.”

      “Where?”

      “Toronto.”

      “No way. I can’t drop everything.”

      “Do you have plans?”

      Well, no. Now he’d gotten his trip to his MPFG sponsor kids in the Philippines and Franklin’s wedding out of the way, summer had stretched before him, blissfully empty. He swallowed. “Are you saying I’d have to move there?”

      The GM shook his head. “That’s the best part. Normally they’d be filming all of it in Toronto, but I checked, and they can actually film most of your rehearsals here in Winnipeg.”

      “Why?”

      The GM shrugged. “With the Royal Winnipeg Ballet based here apparently it’s known as a dance town.”

      Huh. First time he’d heard the Peg called that.

      “Which is why it could work well for you. You don’t need to fly to TO except for the weekend filming, and if you’re as bad as you think, it doesn’t sound like you’d have to do that for long.”

      “Man.”

      “Is it doable?” the GM asked.

      Luc’s nose wrinkled. “It’s doable, but not wantable,” he admitted.

      “What if I said the club is prepared to match the charity earnings as incentive?”

      That’d be fifty grand to Hockey Fights Cancer or a similar charity. Fifty grand to help those who had helped his mom beat that vile disease, and support those struggling with it, and those looking for a cure. He exhaled. “You really want me to do this?”

      “We think it’d be good for your profile, and good to get people thinking about hockey in Winnipeg for a change, instead of associating it with the other major cities.” Like Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Calgary, and the big E. “Show them some of your natural charm—”

      Luc snorted.

      “—and have fun. You could boost your social media numbers at the same time too.”

      Or maybe get on some of those platforms, at least. That wasn’t exactly the way to sell it to him. He liked his privacy. Although being captain would mean having to give a lot of that up, anyway. He bit back another sigh.

      “Come on. It’s a dancing competition. How hard can it be? And don’t forget, it’s for a good cause. You can always spin it that way if you’re embarrassed about what people might think of you.”

      He winced internally. He’d had a lifetime of not bothering about what other people thought. Embarrassment was only another name for fear, after all. He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m even considering this.”

      The GM straightened, his ever-subtle signal for drawing the meeting to a close. “Talk it over, with your agent, your family, and your mom.” He winked. “It could be a lot better than you think.”

      Or it could be the worst thing ever.

      Lord, this can’t be from You. Help me out. Please!

      The guys in both his team and online Bible study crew would never let him live it down. Just like he’d mock the heck out of them if their roles were swapped.

      Man. He pitied the poor woman he’d be paired with. If he agreed to do it. But how could he say no?

      Lord? Help!
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      The sound of coffee beans grinding shrieked off the tiles lining the store. Despite the name, the Coffee Haus café had been designed to not encourage its customers to linger and treat the space as a home, its demographic more the busy office workers who were employed around here. There was only one comfy couch, the rest of the place consisting of stainless-steel tables and chairs that were lighter than they looked, and a narrow wooden bar with steel-and-wood stools where some intrepids liked to work. Bailey didn’t understand it. She much preferred the soft pastels and vintage wannabe French vibes of those cafes that longed to evoke Paris, but held little actual resemblance to those she’d seen when she’d lived in France five years ago. But a job was a job, and with her money worries she’d be jumping at any extra shifts she could take, hence this one, different from her usual, which meant a different array of customers.

      And while she served customers, made coffee, wiped tables, she kept a smile on her dial, hiding the consternation within. The questions from yesterday continued. What should she do? God was with her, she knew that, and Jehovah Jireh was her provider, so she knew she’d have to trust Him to open a door.

      Her parents and brother had all reminded her of that in the group messenger chat when she’d asked for prayer. Cindy, her brother’s wife, hadn’t acknowledged her comment, even though Bailey knew she’d seen it, thanks to the little face next to the chat. Her sister-in-law had never understood the close relationship the rest of them shared, and Bailey suspected Cindy was jealous. Whatever. She just had to keep turning the other cheek.

      “Bailey, can you wipe down those tables?” Max, the non-binary manager, pointed to the corner from behind their spot at the coffee machine.

      “Sure.”

      She grabbed the cleaning products and stepped to the section, stacking empty cups on a tray then wiping it down. Her backside buzzed, but she didn’t answer. Phone calls were for break times only, and Max didn’t like it when people ignored the rules. And while this new world was hard to navigate as a Christian sometimes, and she knew her father would never understand, showing Max respect had to be something Jesus would do, right? Regardless of how Max chose to identify, God still knew Max’s name, and Bailey had determined to show Max God’s love however she could. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had to work with people dealing with similar issues before. The ballet world was full of people who needed God’s love more than being pigeonholed.

      So she cleared and cleaned, and returned behind the counter to Max’s nod.

      “Surprised to see you working today,” Max said.

      She shrugged. “I’m after any extra shifts I can get.”

      “Don’t you have classes?”

      “Now it’s summer, there are less kids, and I still need to pay rent.” She smiled. “Hence you get the pleasure of my company.”

      Max’s mouth flickered into a micro-smile. “I’ll remember.”

      A new customer entered, a shadowed silhouette filling the doorway, and Bailey paused, taking him in. The man, who looked to be around thirty, was big, broad-shouldered and obviously muscled, according to the T-shirt straining across his chest. His hair was a dirty dark brown, flowing beneath a Jets cap in a style she just knew was her all-time least favorite on a guy: the mullet. But from his tattoos and very presence, she sensed he didn’t care what she or anyone else thought about him. She noticed the way others had paused too, subtly or not-so-subtly watching as he moved to the counter. He seemed aware of but not embarrassed by the attention, like he was used to it, even though he didn’t acknowledge anyone else. Instead, his eyes were firmly fixed on her. She shivered.

      He reached the counter, nodded to her, unsmiling, just like Max. But unlike Max, there was no questioning the gender of this man, who was very much the embodiment of masculinity, at least in her limited experience. Muscled, strong jawline, thick dark eyebrows, a spray of fine whiskers on his jaw, with intense dark eyes. Not exactly handsome, but strong-featured. Just very… strong. The epitome of a tough guy. “Hey.”

      Even his voice was deep, seeming to splay through her. She blinked, suddenly conscious of her petite height and frame and long hair pulled up in a high ponytail, and lifted her chin and lips. “Hi. What can I get you?”

      “It’s okay, Bailey,” Max said, glancing at the new customer. “Usual?”

      “Thanks.”

      So Mister Intimidating was a regular. He tapped his card, then moved to the serving center, eyes on his phone, leaving her feeling weirdly short-changed. Which was dumb. She didn’t know the guy, had no desire to know the guy, but there’d been something in the way he looked at her which sent a ripple through her soul, almost like he was someone she was supposed to know. Which made no sense at all. Lord? This is dumb. I don’t know what’s going on, but please stop the weirdness.

      She served another customer, a woman who nudged her friend as they glanced at the big dude, still on his phone. She peeked across. He was now pivoting away as he answered a call, his shoulders sagging, like this call was bad news.

      Maybe it was because she was recently familiar with bad news that she felt a new ping of interest, but she kept sneaking glances at him, noting when he inched closer to the door, like he’d forgotten his coffee order.

      Max eyed her, then called out, “Luke!”

      The man didn’t turn, obviously listening to the call as he shook his head, his voice too low and rumbly to hear. Not that she’d ever listen to café customers’ conversations or anything.

      “Can you—?” Max gestured to the coffee. Tall black, no sugar, according to the plastic lid.

      “Um, sure.”

      She picked it up, then moved to the man whose back was to her, time seeming to slow like she was being drawn by an indefinable, inescapable force. She lifted a hand to tap him on the back when he suddenly pivoted, and his elbow bumped the coffee she held. Her hand jerked, the lid popped off, and hot liquid sloshed on him and her.

      She squeaked as the coffee splashed her neck, he muttered something, and seemed to almost snarl, which forced her to take a step back. “I’m so sorry.”

      He grimaced as he pulled his stained shirt away from where it had been sculpting his impressive chest, then glanced at where she’d been doing the same. Not that her chest was impressive. At least the coffee had mostly fallen on her apron. His expression softened. “That was my fault, huh? Sorry. I should’ve been paying attention.”

      “We’ll get you another one. On the house.”

      He shrugged. “Forget it. I’ve got things to do.”

      “But—” She placed a hand on his arm and froze.

      Her mouth dried. Muscles lay there, stealing her words. What was she doing?

      He seemed to think that too, eyeing her hand, then her, then shifting so she suddenly clasped air. Her hand dropped. He stepped back, studying her with another of those deep looks before whoever was on the phone squawked loud enough to be heard.

      He snapped to attention, nodded, then pivoted and walked away.

      Leaving her feeling foolish. But also feeling like something seismic had just occurred. Which was stupid. She didn’t believe in instant attraction. And this definitely wasn’t attraction. It was just instant… weirdness.

      “Bailey,” Max called.

      Her phone buzzed another notification, and she hurried back, conscious of smirks and muffled laughter, and a few phones held upright that seemed to be tracking her walk of shame. Unlike the man monster, she was very aware of people watching her. She might’ve danced on stages across Europe and North America, but knew people watched to criticize, not just to applaud. She faked a smile, pushing down the nerves.

      “Sorry, Max. He said he had to leave, and couldn’t stay for a do-over.”

      Max nodded. “No worries. He’s a regular. He’ll be back.”

      “Phew.” She grimaced. “I really didn’t mean to do that. I hope I haven’t scared him away.”

      “Yeah, I suspect you gotta be a lot scarier than that to throw Luc Blanchard off his game.”

      “Who?”

      Max smirked. “I love that you’re so dance-focused you don’t recognize his name.”

      “I’ve got no idea who he is.”

      “That’s apparent. He plays hockey, is a bit of a big deal around here.”

      Her nose wrinkled. She didn’t like hockey, or people who considered themselves big deals.

      “Now, go clean up.”

      She hurried to the back room, quickly exchanging her white tee and apron for clean ones. Her phone buzzed again. Seriously. Who was this?

      She drew it out, saw her friend’s name flash on the screen. What did Coco want? She hadn’t called in forever. Ever since Bailey had returned to Winnipeg it seemed Coco’s dancing career had gone on to stratospheric heights, while Bailey’s felt like it had floundered. They still messaged regularly, though. But Coco had tried to call at least three times today now. It must be important. She peeked around. The café was quiet, and even Max was drinking a coffee and chatting idly to one of the customers. She pressed Return call.

      “Coco?”

      “Bailey! Oh thank goodness. Look, I don’t have long, but I have an amazing opportunity for you.”

      “I’m at work—”

      “At that café? Honey, that’s caretaking, not work.”

      “Can we talk later?”

      “No, there’s no time. I’ve just pulled the most amazing opportunity for you.”

      Bailey huddled behind a stack of boxes labelled arabica coffee beans. “What is it?”

      “You’re about to get a call from a producer, and look, just say yes, okay?”

      “A producer? For what?”

      “Just say yes, okay? If you don’t do this, someone else will, and I’ll never talk to you again.”

      “What?”

      “Just jokes. But not really. So say yes. Oops! Gotta go.”

      The call ended, and she stared at her phone. The weirdness today was in overdrive. “God,” she whisper-prayed, “I don’t know what’s going on, but You do. Open the right doors, close the wrong ones, and—”

      “Bailey!” Max called.

      She tucked her phone away and returned, only to have her phone buzz again. She winced. Was this the producer? If so, what kind of producer? Coco knew a lot of people, and had danced in Broadway and on TV. Was the producer connected to one of those things? Was that them on the phone now?

      She tugged out her phone, saw an unknown number. Glanced at Max who was looking at her askance. “Can I please take this? It’s important.”

      Max sighed, then nodded, and she returned to her hidey-hole, and pressed answer.

      “Hello, is this Bailey Donovan?” an unknown female voice asked.

      “Yes. With whom am I speaking?”

      “My name is Joanne Mascieski, and I’m a producer with a television show called Dance Off Canada. We’ve had a little snafu with our upcoming season, and I was told by Coco Flintoff that you were available to step in as one of our dancers.”

      Bailey’s mouth fell open. Thank goodness this was a phone call and not video. “Um, I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “We’re a celebrity dancing competition, like Dancing with the Stars, but on a smaller scale.”

      “I know the program.” She watched it when work permitted, thanks to Coco’s performances. She’d been one of the pro dancers these past three seasons. “I just don’t understand what you mean about me being a dancer.”

      “We pair our celebrities with professional dancers, and—”

      As Joanne continued explaining the obvious, Bailey’s heart picked up in pace. Had Coco seriously put her name forward as a professional dancer? Was Coco crazy? Bailey was a professional, and yes, even taught ballroom, but this was on a whole other level.

      “—and thanks to their affair being exposed, we now need another couple pronto, and we have the man, just need the dancing partner. Coco was sure you’d agree, especially as you’re local.”

      “I’m sorry, when is this supposed to start?”

      “We’re shooting promotions in two days, so you’d need to fly to Toronto tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? Are you kidding?”

      “Look, I know it’s short notice, but we’re desperate.”

      Way to go to make a girl feel valued.

      “And because we know it’s short notice we’re prepared to offer you five grand upfront if you sign up today.”

      Breath hitched. “Five grand?” Five thousand dollars would go a good way to paying off the bank loan.

      “Plus all expenses, plus another five if you make it to week three, and another ten if you make the final.”

      She closed her eyes. Twenty thousand meant she’d almost be in the clear. “How long is the time commitment?”

      “Five weeks, plus this next week of promotions and rehearsals before the premiere the following weekend. You’d be starting behind the others, which is why we’re desperate to get this happening now.”

      “But where? Are you talking Toronto?”

      “We’re shooting the weekends in TO but the weekday rehearsals are in Winnipeg, which is where he’s based. You’re there too, aren’t you?”

      “Are you saying I could use my studio here for rehearsal?”

      “Absolutely. And that’d be some nice exposure for you, too.”

      Yes, it would.

      But how could she just up and leave her students, her commitments, for something that seemed little better than a dream?

      Just say yes, Coco had said. Lord? What are You saying?

      Seconds ticked away.

      Then, “I understand. Never mind. We’ll find someone else—”

      “No, I’m interested,” Bailey’s words spurted. “But I’ll need to see a contract.”

      “We sent one already. Coco gave us your email address.”

      “What?” She switched to her email app, and sure enough, an email with a bunch of attachments sat there from one Joanne Mascieski, producer with Dance Off Canada.

      Oh my goodness. Oh my stars. Her chest tightened. This really was real.

      “So, can I lock you in?” Joanne’s voice was tinny.

      Bailey lifted the phone to her ear. “Um, I need to check the contract, and I’d need to figure out my dance school schedule, but I think so.”

      “Oh, thank goodness!” Joanne exclaimed. “Look, I know it’s short notice, so if you need us to reimburse you, just say the word.”

      “I will need to reschedule classes, and get another teacher in.” Maybe Poppy would be okay to return. Especially if she could count as an “expense”.

      “Like I said, we’re willing to negotiate.”

      And now would be the time to negotiate, while they were so eager for her to join up. “I’ll need to send you my projected expenses,” she dared.

      “Send it. If it’s within reason, we’ll pay it straightaway. We need this to happen now.”

      What would they consider reasonable? Canada’s premier TV network wasn’t likely as flush as some US networks, although they seemed to find enough money to pay big time for sports like hockey. She rolled her eyes. “I’ll check over the contract as soon as possible.”

      “Look, can you do it now?”

      “I’m at work,” she protested. And there was no reason to let this woman think she was a pushover.

      “I’ll need an answer by two, otherwise I have to call someone else. In fact, I might just do that anyway, as we can’t afford to delay any longer.”

      “But…” She bit her lip. She really needed the money. And God hadn’t exactly put a check in her spirit to say no, had He? What if this opportunity was actually from Him?

      “I’m going to read through the contract now, and I’ll get back to you immediately.”

      “Thank you. I’ll hold off calling anyone else until two PM.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Good.”

      “Oh, one more thing. Who would be my celebrity?”

      “Well, we wouldn’t normally tell you, but seeing you’re behind the others by a week I suppose I can.” Joanne whistled softly. “And oh, you got the cream of the crop, Bailey.”

      The way she said that, Bailey wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not.

      “He’s an athlete. You might’ve heard of him. He plays for Winnipeg’s hockey team. Luc Blanchard.”
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      Unbelievable.

      What a difference forty-eight hours could make. Two days ago, he’d been sitting in the GM’s office, being talked up as the next captain. Today, he was standing in an airport, waiting for his flight to Toronto, trepidation eating him like he was a new kid on the first day of school. He hated feeling insecure. Hated it. And he had a funny feeling that this whole experience he’d just said yes to was going to be one massive ride on the insecurity train. Starting with meeting the perky person who was going to be his dance partner. Ugh.

      He glanced around, but nobody fitted the image of the woman’s picture he’d been sent. Bailey Donovan was super pretty, but the ballerina costume made her look so fragile, like a breath of wind could blow her away. And here he was, built like a truck, he’d probably scare her into next year with a single exhale. Why had he said yes?

      A silent groan escaped. Because the team wanted it. Because his agent had pushed him to do it, saying it’d be great for future endorsements. Mostly because his mom had been excited, sounding more excited about the thought of him dancing than being captain, actually. Which was disconcerting, but whatever. His dad had laughed, but said as long as he didn’t get cut from the show first that it couldn’t hurt. That hadn’t exactly filled him with confidence, so he hadn’t dared tell the online Bible study guys, only asking them to pray for him for wisdom for “a new opportunity” as he’d casually phrased it. Yeah, a new opportunity to be publicly humiliated. He just hoped this Bailey chick knew a thing or two about helping prime movers actually move.

      The announcement for his flight was made, and he picked up his bag, moving to the business line, where he flashed his phone to have his ticket scanned. The airline steward’s smile widened, as if recognizing his name, and he half-smiled then walked down the airbridge. He didn’t mind fans, and as captain, he’d need to get used to being in the spotlight more. But still, this little break in Toronto, before returning to face the media and do team stuff, felt like his last chance to be anonymous before the proverbial hit the fan. He wouldn’t be anonymous after the TV promo aired this Friday.

      He was greeted at the plane door, then guided to his seat, a comfy big-sized seat for a taller-than-average man, complete with view out the window. He stowed his stuff, then got his phone out, as the chat from two days ago filled the screen.

      Mike Vaughan from Calgary had asked what people were doing for the national holiday, which had met with various responses ranging from picnics with friends and family, to big city fireworks, to a tropical sunset picture from the newly-married Franklin James. Yeah, he wasn’t going to think about Franklin and Hannah on their honeymoon. He sent a shrugging emoji, more because he needed to put something in the chat to show he wasn’t avoiding them, than because he didn’t know.

      His nose wrinkled. Dancing on TV. What would the others say? What would sports reporter Hannah say? He hated to think what people would say behind his back, or on national TV, especially when they saw how bad he’d be. At least Hannah was nice, and unlikely to mock him. She was a real deal kind of woman he could trust, even if she wasn’t his type. Real deal women were scarce, although he’d met a few as more of the Bible study group’s single guys had fallen into relationships. Holly Karlsson was a no-bull woman. Neither was the girlfriend of the latest of the Bible study group’s single guys to fall, Ryan’s Goth-like girlfriend, Sylvie, whose relationship with their Edmonton friend had sparked concern earlier this year. But it was all good now, even if she was sometimes a little too direct and blunt for his liking.

      He hadn’t had a girlfriend for years, not since he’d found Jesus and realized celibacy was supposed to be the name of the game until he was married, and as he had zero interest in marriage or a relationship until his hockey career was done, he was prepared to wait. Which was why there was zero chance of him failing to adhere to the “family-friendly” clause in his Dance Off contract about avoiding relationships until the end of filming with his—or any other—dance partner or contestants on the show. He rolled his eyes. As if.

      Nope. As much as he found this Bailey person pretty, she looked way too delicate to suit him. Now if she’d been like the girl in the café yesterday, he might’ve been interested, with her girl-next-door looks and sunny smile everything he liked, even if she was clumsier than him. But she wasn’t, so he was safe. Except for wondering what Bailey would be like, and how on earth he’d manage to still be cool enough after this experience and not be teased mercilessly by the guys.

      By now the seats behind him were filling, and he wondered if maybe Bailey was on a different flight. Dance Off’s email last night had contained this ticket to Toronto, apparently for interviews and “promotion” which scared him silly. At least he’d not had anything else to organize. Which made him wonder again about this Bailey chick and how desperate she had to be to agree to do this last minute. Which only resulted in him realizing that much the same could be said about him. At least he could talk about this as being for charity. Bailey must be doing this for the dollars, or to boost her social media profile. He rolled his eyes.

      “Excuse me.”

      The feminine voice drew his gaze up, and his jaw sagged.

      It was her. Coffee girl.

      Her head tilted. “I think you’re in my seat.”

      He blinked. “What? No. This is mine.”

      Her eyebrows rose, as the people behind complained about being forced to wait.

      He pulled out his phone, checked the seat allocation, and—man, she was right. “Sorry. I’ll move.”

      The protests behind grew louder, as he stood and shifted to the aisle with a ducked head. Heaven forbid the locals got annoyed with their new hockey captain before it was even officially announced—there’d be plenty of time for that later. He brushed past her, and she slipped into the seat he’d just vacated. He plopped down next to her, head still averted to avoid recognition from their fellow passengers. He cleared his throat, glanced at his seatmate. “Um, hey.”

      Seriously? That was the best he could do? But the realization that the pretty coffee woman from yesterday was sitting next to him, would be sitting beside him for the next two and a half hours, had filled his mouth and lungs with rocks. His brain, too, as he was lost for words, breath, and any coherent thoughts. How—? Who—? Why—? Lord?

      He cleared his throat again—by now she probably thought he had a problem with phlegm—and tried to smile. He didn’t smile much—his teeth weren’t great, thanks to too many pucks and sticks over the years—and he knew he often got cast as the serious one in team pics. Sure, he could paste on a version of charm the GM seemed to appreciate, but it was something he’d had to work at, as it didn’t come naturally. “I’m Luc.”

      She studied him, her cheeks pinking a little, before nodding. “I know.”

      Huh. Had she recognized him yesterday? Plenty of other fans seemed to have, including the two women who’d been ordering and non-subtly checking him out. Which was exactly why he didn’t do relationships. Life was cruising along very well without complications like a woman. Even if this particular chick, the only one to pique his interest in recent years, was one he’d never thought he’d meet again. Until he returned for more coffee, maybe.

      Conscious that they’d be seated next to each other for the next few hours, and that he needed to keep the conversation going, his thoughts tipped back to their exchange. “Well, uh, I hope you’ve heard good things.”

      Her delicate eyebrows lifted, and he heard the arrogance in that statement. “Not that I only do good things. I mean…” Judging from that squinty gaze she was leveling him, he should probably stop talking. He exhaled heavily. “Do you have a name?” Yep. That wasn’t much better.

      “Of course I do.” She turned to clip her belt on.

      “And are you going to tell me?”

      She peered back at him. “Don’t you recognize me?”

      “Of course I do. You’re the girl who spilled coffee on me yesterday.”

      She sighed, and something about the lines of her face drew a tug of memory, but what it was he didn’t know. “I’m Bailey.”

      “Bailey?” Where had he heard that name recently?

      As she continued to stare at him, like he was the world’s biggest idiot, the fogginess in his brain lifted. His heart hitched. No. No way. It couldn’t be. “Not—”

      “Your dance partner? Yes.”

      Whoa. “But…” His words failed. Was she kidding? She couldn’t even maneuver a coffee cup let alone teach him moves on the dance floor. This had to be a joke. “You’re a dancer?”

      “Do you need references?”

      As her head tilted, more memories clicked into place. Something about her throat suddenly looked like the picture he’d been sent, when she’d been stretched into a ballerina pose of beauty and elegance that seemed far too delicate for him. His gaze trickled down, and just as he’d suspected, she was about half the size of him. Not in height, but definitely in width. How could this tiny fairy-like creature teach him?

      “Look, I don’t understand this at all. You’re too little.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Like, I’d squash you.” Panic rose. “I can’t—I shouldn’t—”

      “Whoa. Hold on, big guy. You don’t need to be scared.”

      “Scared? I don’t do scared. Especially of little girls. No offense.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why do people think they can say offensive things then tack on a ‘no offense’,” she said that phrase in a lower, sullen guy tone, “and act like they’re off the hook for being offensive? That is offensive. But do I point that out to you?”

      His jaw sagged. Whoa. Don’t hold back, lady. “Except I think you just did.”

      “Well, I guess that makes us even then.”

      Her smile thumped him in the heart, just as it had yesterday. He’d never met anyone with her brand of daintiness and fire. She moved to adjust her seatbelt, then peeked across at him before the cabin crew announcement about emergencies stole her attention.

      He watched her instead of the safety demonstration. With all the travel hockey demanded, it felt like he’d spent half his life in planes. Now she was up close, he could see the clear skin, the proud tilt of head, the honey gold hair swept high like yesterday, that only seemed to emphasize her cheekbones and delicate features.

      She glanced back at him. “You should be paying attention.”

      “I am.”

      She huffed out a breath, but he thought he caught a tiny smile before she smothered it with a yawn.

      The vibrations of the plane shuddered as it slowly rolled, then picked up speed then lifted from the runway. He noticed how she clasped the seat arm, her little hands looking fragile, like he could accidentally lean on her and her bones might snap. This wasn’t a good idea. It felt like all kinds of things could go wrong.

      The plane leveled out, her hands released and she stretched out her fingers, before covering her mouth as she yawned again.

      “Big night, huh?”

      Her lashes lowered. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Try me.”

      She pressed her lips together. Then sighed. “How long have you known about this for?”

      “Since Monday. You?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Wow.”

      “Exactly. So I’m sorry I’m a bit snippy. I was blindsided yesterday at lunch, then basically had to read the contract and rearrange all my classes and get a teacher in to cover everything from today.”

      “You’re still working?”

      Her lips twisted. “Not everyone gets paid big bucks. Some of us have to earn a living and pay the bills.”

      Bingo. He settled back in his seat. “So you’re doing this for money.”

      “I love to dance, but I can’t afford to work for free.” She shrugged. “I get that five grand isn’t much for you, but it’ll help get the bank off my case, and means I’m not in debt as much, so this was the quickest way to repay it that I could see.”

      “Five grand?” He frowned. He was being paid ten times as much. Adding his charity contribution, he was getting seventy-five, maybe even a hundred. How wrong was that?

      She winced. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned that, should I? That was part of the non-disclosure agreement, wasn’t it?”

      The non-disclosure about their involvement and payments. Due to the tight time frame Luc had been granted an exemption, although only his agent, parents, and senior club management knew. He shrugged. “I don’t know if it counts when you’re sharing with your dance partner.” It was a lie. It totally counted. But he wanted to know more about her reasons for doing this, and just what this meant to her. “So, um, you needed some cash in a hurry, huh?”

      “You make it sound like a drug deal.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I’m just trying to understand why you’re doing this.”

      “Like I said, I run a dance studio, and I need to pay the bills. This came along out of the blue, thanks to Coco, a friend of mine. She’s one of the show’s regular dancers, and it seemed like an answer to prayer, and it will help lift my studio’s profile. Now we just need to get to round three so I can earn another five grand, then reach the finals so I can earn another ten, that’ll be enough to pay off my debts.”

      Her debts? Was that bad business management or something else? His dad was a financial consultant in Quebec, and Luc had grown up hearing tales about the inexperience of people with starry-eyed dreams of running their own small business who’d gone bust. His dad’s cautionary stories had never held identifying details, but had been enough that Luc had learned to save and invest wisely, even as some of his teammates splurged in businesses he knew were doomed to fail.

      She rubbed her eyes. “I had to call in a favor from a friend in Alberta to come help.”

      “Alberta? That’s two provinces away.”

      “No kidding.”

      Clearly any attraction from yesterday was one-sided.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound sarcastic.” Her smile held apology. “I had a friend who I used to work with, and thank God, she’s able to come help for a bit. I was up until late last night contacting parents about classes, and it’s been a little crazy.” She sighed. “To be honest, as exciting as this is, and as grateful as I am for the cash, this has really thrown me for a loop.”

      “It was definitely unexpected,” he agreed. But that was the second time she’d mentioned God or prayer. She wasn’t a—? No. He must be dreaming.

      “So, how about you?” She shifted to face him. “Why would a hockey guy like you do something like this?”

      He shrugged. “Probably like you, I had to raise my profile.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t tell anyone this, but my team basically told me that the only way I’m up for captaincy is if I do this. Apparently they want me to be more relatable, and help the fan base.” He snorted. “Whatever. At least the money goes to charity.”

      She glanced at him, her brows pinching like she wasn’t sure five thousand going to charity was much to boast about. Not that he was boasting. Not that he’d tell her how much he was being paid, either.

      She kept studying him, with an eyebrow aloft like she was taking his measure. Which made him nervous. “What?”

      “Is that all?”

      “About why I’m doing this? Like I said, I’m doing it for charity. My mom had breast cancer, so I’m all about trying to promote the profile of charities that raise money to support cancer sufferers.”

      Her face softened. “How is she now?”

      “She’s been in remission for four years.”

      “I’m glad.” She touched his arm again, and again he felt that frisson of connection.

      She seemed to feel it too because her hand jerked away. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Touch me?” He snickered. “I kinda get the feeling that’s gonna have to happen if we’re supposed to be dancing together.”

      Her nose crinkled.

      Ouch. Good to know she didn’t find him attractive at all.

      She glanced at her phone, tucked in the back pocket of the plane seat, then put it back, sighing. “Okay, if we’re going to shoot promo tomorrow and we’ve got another two hours or so until we land, then you better start telling me about your dancing experience.”

      “That’s easy. I have none.”

      She arched a brow.

      “Seriously, I have none. I didn’t even dance at my friend’s wedding last weekend.”

      She mock-gasped. “Shocking.”

      “No, me dancing would’ve been shocking.” He shook his head. “This is gonna be so embarrassing, because I’m pretty sure everyone there heard me say I don’t dance, and then to do this and prove it will be awkward.”

      “Come on. Aren’t you the tiniest bit excited about learning a new skill? You sound defeated before you’ve even set foot on the floor.”

      Her challenge punched him in the chest. He didn’t do defeated. Well, not by choice, so he hated sounding that way. “I just don’t want to look like a fool.”

      “Well, thanks a lot.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “For saying you have no faith in me.”

      He stared at her. Then realized what his words implied. “Wait, I don’t mean you’re going to look dumb, it’s just that I don’t want to embarrass myself, or hurt you.”

      “You’re not going to hurt me. And I happen to be an excellent teacher.”

      “I’m sure you are. It’s just that I’m like a zero at dancing. Less than. Like a minus one hundred.”

      “I repeat: I’m an excellent teacher, and I’ve taught a few men how to dance before.”

      “None like me, though, I bet.” He held up his
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